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Paul J. Staiti. Samuel F. B. Morse. (Cam- 
bridge Monographs on American Artists.) 
xxii + 294 pp., illus., plates, checklist, 
apps., bibl., index. Cambridge/New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989. $50. 


This is a well-studied and successful book 
on Samuel F. B. Morse’s important paint- 
ings, with careful writing on his relation- 
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ships and activities. His fundamental tech- 
nological work, accomplished primarily 
after he stopped painting, is recognized and 
discussed briefly but effectively, although 
the basic objective is the painting. Morse’s 
life, achievements, and difficulties are care- 
fully presented and explained, with atten- 
tion to social dimensions that have not been 
plumbed previously. A large number of 
Morse’s paintings appear throughout the 
book; these are well placed and carefully 
analyzed. One specific group shows his no- 
table use of colors. The book is most suc- 
cessful, proving a pleasure to read, where it 
examines the interrelationship of Morse’s 
nature, activities, and reactions with the 
culture and politics of his time. 

Morse was truly a remarkable man. His 
paintings still seem effective; they are re- 
vealing and contain interesting viewpoints. 
The many portraits of individuals give some 
sense of the people and their situations. 
The other paintings are still more fascinat- 
ing; mostly they present buildings and sec- 
tions of areas, while also revealing individ- 
uals operating in or around them. Presented 
twice and discussed most fully is The Gal- 
lery of the Louvre, which includes a large 
number of carefully copied separate paint- 
ings. One of Paul Staiti’s points is that the 
painting, The Gallery of the Louvre, and 
the invention, the telegraph, are the best re- 
flections of Morse’s basic ability to com- 
bine parts into new creations. 

Much of Morse’s painting was done in 
the New York area, at a time when he was 
the first professor of art at New York Uni- 
versity. This area is discussed extensively, 
with stories about those Morse associated 
with. The focus on the painting is carried 
through more successfully than has been 
done previously, and though it is not the 
chief objective, Morse’s important technol- 
ogy is well recognized. The book should be 
much used and influential. 
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